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Kings and Farmers 
The Urban Development of Aksum, Ethiopia: ca. 500 BC–AD 1500  
 




The two millennia from 500 BC to AD 1500 were crucial in the history of the Horn of Africa. 
It was during this period that the Ethiopian state emerged and was consolidated, and the 
foundations of modern Ethiopia were established. 
This paper is an attempt to outline the social, economic, and cultural development of 
the Aksum region and its impact on the urban development of Aksum from ca. 500 BC to AD 
1500 using a cultural-ecological perspective.1 To date, only the region of Aksum, where the 
ancient capital city was located, has been investigated in a detailed way, and has provided 
evidence of continuous human occupation from late prehistory to the present.2 The synthesis 
presented here is based primarily on the results of archaeological research conducted in 
Aksum and its surrounding region by Italian, British, American, and Ethiopian scholars over 
the course of the past fifteen years.3 Textual evidence is taken into account as well, insofar as 
it informs the archaeological evidence.4 
                                                
1 The basic assumption of this paper is that changes in the social, economic, and symbolic systems of the 
population generated different forms of land use and settlement patterns in the territory of the ancient city. See 
Karl W. Butzer, Archaeology as Human Ecology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Karl W. 
Butzer, “A Human Ecosystem Framework for Archaeology,” in Emilo F. Moran, ed., The Ecosystem Approach 
in Anthropology (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1990), 91–130; Karl W. Butzer, “Ecology in the 
Long View: Settlement Histories, Agrosystemic Strategies, and Ecological Performance,” Journal of Field 
Archaeology 23 (1996), 141–50; Mark Q. Sutton and E. N. Anderson, Introduction to Cultural Ecology (Walnut 
Creek, CA: Altamira Press, 2004); David R. Montgomery, Dirt: The Erosion of Civilizations (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 2007).  
2 For a review of recent archaeological research at Aksum, see David W. Phillipson, The Monuments of 
Aksum (London: British Institute in Eastern Africa [hereafter BIEA], 1997), 185–94; Rodolfo Fattovich, 
Kathryn A. Bard, Lorenzo Petrassi, and Vicenzo Pisano, The Aksum Archaeological Area: A Preliminary 
Assessment (Naples: Istituto Universitario Orientale [hereafter I.U.O.], 2000), 29–30.  
3 See Kathryn A. Bard, Rodolfo Fattovich, Andrea Manzo, and Cinzia Perlingieri, “Archaeological 
Investigations at Bieta Giyorgis (Aksum), Ethiopia: 1993, 1994, and 1995 Field Seasons,” Journal of Field 
Archaeology 24 (1997), 387–403; Rodolfo Fattovich and Kathryn A. Bard, “The I.U.O./B.U. Excavations at 
Bieta Giyorgis (Aksum) in Tigray (Northern Ethiopia),” Journal of Ethiopian Studies 30, 1 (1997), 1–29; 
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The main stages in the development of the ancient Ethiopian state were: the 
emergence of a state with South Arabian cultural elements in the mid-1st millennium BC; the 
rise of a new polity at Aksum in the late 1st millennium BC; the development of the kingdom 
of Aksum in the 1st millennium AD; the southward expansion of the state with a capital city at 
Kuban (Soper) in the late 1st–early 2nd millennium AD; the emergence and consolidation of a 
new polity under the Zagwè dynasty in the 12th–13th centuries AD; and the first development 
of the Ethiopian empire under the Solomonid dynasty in the 14th–15th centuries AD.5 During 
this process, the core of the state progressively shifted from central Eritrea to northern Shoa. 
The development of the Ethiopian state was characterized by a basic continuity in traditions 
and the formation and consolidation of a strong cultural identity.6 The process of state 
development also entailed social, economic, ideological, and demographic changes in 
response to changes in the physical environment and geopolitics of the region.  
Environmental Background 
Aksum is located in the central zone of the present Regional State of Tigray, at an average 
elevation of 2200 m. The metropolitan area of the city consists of a fertile plain delimited by 
a crown of hills and connected to the surrounding regions through a radial system of river 
valleys. Aksum occupies the central area of the plain, while the hills of Bieta Giyrogis and 
Mai Qoho occupy its northeastern sector.7 Two main ecozones characterize this region: 1) 
                                                                                                                                                  
Fattovich et al., Aksum Archaeological Area, 70–75; David W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, Ethiopia, 
1993–7 (London: BIEA, 2000), 473–85; Rodolfo Fattovich, Tekle Hagos, and Luisa Sernicola, Ethiopian 
Cultural Heritage Project, Aksum Branch, Site Inventory and Documentation Component, Archaeological 
Survey: Report of Activity, October–November 2005 (The World Bank and Federal Democratic Republic of 
Ethiopia, Addis Ababa–Firenze 2005); Rodolfo Fattovich, Tekle Hagos, Laurel Phillipson, and Luisa Sernicola, 
Ethiopian Cultural Heritage Project, Aksum Branch, Site Planning And Conservation Component, 
Archaeological Survey: Report of Activity, March–May 2006 and Aksum World Heritage Site Management 
Plan, The World Bank and Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, Addis Ababa and Firenze 2006). 
4 See also Rodolfo Fattovich, “Archaeology and Historical Dynamics: The Case of Bieta Giyorgis 
(Aksum), Ethiopia,” Annali dell’Istituto Universitario Orientale di Napoli 57, 1–2 (1997), 48–79. 
5 See Francis Anfray, Les anciens éthiopiens (Paris: Colin, 1990); Stuart Munro-Hay, Aksum: An African 
Civilisation of Late Antiquity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991); David W. Phillipson, Ancient 
Ethiopia: Aksum, Its Antecedents and Successors (London: British Museum Press, 1998); Richard Pankhurst, 
The Ethiopians: A History (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998); Rodolfo Fattovich, “The Development of Urbanism in 
the Northern Horn of Africa in Ancient and Medieval Times,” in Paul Sinclair, ed., The Development of 
Urbanism in Africa from a Global Perspective (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 1999), 
http://www.arkeologi.uu.se; Paul Henze, Layers of Time: A History of Ethiopia (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2000). 
6 See e.g., Rodolfo Fattovich, Aksum and the Habashat: State and Ethnicity in Ancient Northern Ethiopia 
and Eritrea, Working Papers in African Studies, No. 228 (Boston: African Studies Center, Boston University, 
2000). 
7 Fattovich et al., Aksum Archaeological Area, 13–14. 
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the plain around Aksum, with low gradient and highly fertile land, optimal for plow 
cultivation; and 2) the hills with steep gradient or naturally terraced land, less favorable for 
ox-plow cultivation.8 
The environmental history of the Aksum region is still poorly understood, as very 
limited research has been conducted in this area.9 Palaeoenvironmental investigations in 
eastern and central Tigray point to a general shift to drier conditions from the mid-2nd 
millennium BC to the present, with a wet phase in the mid-1st millennium BC to the mid-1st 
millennium AD, and a dry episode in the mid- to late 1st millennium AD.10 The current 
evidence thus suggests that the highlands in northern Ethiopia and Eritrea experienced the 
same basic moist and dry fluctuations that characterized the climate of northern and eastern 
Africa in the Holocene, with a progressive change to the present conditions by the 4th 
millennium BC.11  
Butzer’s geoarchaeological investigations at Aksum in the early 1970s identified 
three episodes of intense soil erosion due to heavier rains and/or more intense human 
disturbance, tentatively dated to ca. AD 100–350, ca. AD 650–800, and the late 1st millennium 
AD, respectively.12 Butzer interpreted these episodes as indicative of heavy rainfall with 
                                                
8 Joseph W. Michels, Changing Settlement Patterns in the Aksum-Yeha Region of Ethiopia: 700 BC–AD 
850 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2005), 44; see also Karl W. Butzer, “Rise and Fall of Axum, Ethiopia: A Geo-
Archaeological Interpretation,” American Antiquity 46, 3 (1981), 474–76. 
9 See Kathryn A. Bard, “Environmental History of Early Aksum,” in Kathryn A. Bard, ed., The 
Environmental History and Human Ecology of Northern Ethiopia in the Middle and Late Holocene (Naples: 
Istituto Universitario Orientale, 1997), 19–28; Michael C. DiBlasi, “Pollen-Analytical Approaches in the Study 
of Late Holocene Environmental History and Human Ecology on the Shire Plateau of Northern Ethiopia,” in 
Bard, Environmental History and Human Ecology, 45–80; Kathryn A. Bard, Mauro Coltorti, Michael C. 
DiBlasi, Francesco Dramis, and Rodolfo Fattovich, “The Environmental History of Tigray (Northern Ethiopia) 
in the Middle and Late Holocene: A Preliminary Outline,” The African Archaeological Review 17, 2 (2000), 
65–86. 
10 Ludovico Brancaccio, Giovanni Calderoni, Mauro Coltorti, Francesco Dramis, and Beraki 
Ogbaghebriel, “Phases of Soil Erosion during the Holocene in the Highlands of Western Tigray (Northern 
Ethiopia): A Preliminary Report,” in Bard, Environmental History and Human Ecology, 29–44; M. J. Machado, 
A. Perez-Gonzalez, G. Benito, “Paleoenvironmental Changes during the Last 4,000 Years in Tigray, Northern 
Ethiopia,” Quaternary Research 49 (1998), 312–21; Mauro Coltorti, Francesco Dramis, and P. Pieruccini, 
“Holocene Erosion Phases in the Amba Aradam Area (Tigray, Ethiopia),” in Francesco Dramis, P. Molin, C. 
Cipolloni, and G. Fubelli, eds., Climatic Changes, Active Tectonics and Related Geomorphic Effects in High 
Mountain Belts and Plateau (Roma: Università di RomaTre, 2002), 63–64; I. Darbyshire, H. Lamb, Mohamed 
Umer, “Forest Clearance and Regrowth in Northern Ethiopia in the Last 3,000 Years,” The Holocene 134, 4 
(2003), 537–46. 
11 Jan Nyssen, Jean Poesen, Jan Moeyersons, Jozef Deckers, Mitiku Haile, Andreas Lang, “Human Impact 
on the Environment in the Ethiopian and Eritrean Highlands—a State of the Art,” Earth-Science Reviews 64 
(2004), 273–320. 
12 Butzer, Rise and Fall of Axum, 46, 478–88. 
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strong periodic floods in the early 1st millennium AD; a period of deep soil erosion due to 
very intense land-use and heavy periodic rains combined with a progressive abandonment of 
settlement; and a further period of soil erosion as a result of a late abandonment or the 
eventual destruction of the settlement at the end of 1st millennium AD. Recent investigations 
by French, Sulas, and Madella in the area to the north of Bieta Giyorgis, however, do not 
confirm Butzer’s interpretations. Their work suggests conditions of landscape stability and 
resilience in the region of Aksum in the 1st millennium BC–1st millennium AD, with major 
episodes of aggradation and alluviation only in the last four to five centuries.13  
The results of pollen studies indicate that trees were not numerous on Bieta Giyorgis 
itself, and forest or heavily wooded land did not exist very close by in the middle to late 1st 
millennium BC and middle to late 1st millennium AD. The pollen evidence suggests that, as 
today, Bieta Giyorgis was dominated by shrubs and herbaceous plants—a pattern 
characteristic of open vegetation and disturbed areas in and around human settlement.14 
Evidence of the use of dung as a fuel in Post-Aksumite assemblages may support the 
conclusion that wood was not plentiful in the region at this time. 
Local traditions record that the plain between Bieta Giorgis and Mai Qoho was 
covered with a marsh up to the mid-1st millennium AD.15 This is supported by deposits of 4 
to 6 m of alluvial sediments beneath the earliest Aksumite occupation in the area of the 
church of Maryam Tsion,16 and evidence of swamps dated to the 2nd–1st centuries BC and 
3rd–4th centuries AD in the plain to the east of Aksum.17  
In addition, a century-scale, hypothetical model of rainfall fluctuations suggests an 
average increase in rainfall during the 5th–4th centuries BC; a decrease of summer rains and 
increase of winter rains in the 3rd–2nd centuries BC to 1st century AD; a decrease of summer 
and winter rains in the 2nd–4th centuries AD; an increase in the 5th–6th centuries AD; a 
progressive decrease in the 7th–10th centuries AD; an increase in the 11th–13th centuries AD; 
and another decrease in the 14th–15th centuries AD.18 
                                                
13 Charles French, Federica Sulas, and Marco Madella, “New Geoarchaeological Investigations of the 
Valley Systems in the Aksum Area of Northern Ethiopia,” Catena, in press. 
14 Bard et al., “The Environmental History of Tigray.” 
15 Ugo Monneret de Villard, Aksum: Ricerche di topografia antica (Rome: Pontificium Institutm 
Biblicum, 1938), 49, 54. 
16 Monneret de Villard, Aksum, 7–8; Salvatore M. Puglisi, “Primi risultati delle indagini compiute dalla 
Missione Archeologica di Aksum,” Africa Italiana 8 (1941), 103–106; Butzer, Rise and Fall of Axum, 46, 483–
84. 
17 Giovanni Ferrari and Mario Sagri, personal communication, October 2007.  
18 See R.A. Bryson and R.U. Bryson, “Site-Specific High-Resolution Models of the Monsoon for Africa 
and Asia,” Global and Planetary Change 26 (2000), 77–84. 
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Culture Periods and Chronology 
Four main culture historical periods have been identified at Aksum: 1) Pre-Aksumite Period 
(ca. 800/700–400 BC); 2) Proto-Aksumite Period (ca. 400–50 BC); 3) Aksumite Period (ca. 50 
BC– AD 700); and 4) Post-Aksumite Period (from ca. AD 700). The Aksumite Period has been 
further divided into four phases: Early Aksumite or Aksumite 1 (ca. 50 BC–AD 150), Classic 
Aksumite or Aksumite 2 (ca. AD 150–400/450), Middle Aksumite or Aksumite 3 (ca. AD 
400/450–550), and Late Aksumite or Aksumite 4 (ca. AD 550–700).19 
In the Pre-Aksumite Period the region of Aksum was part of an “Ethio-Sabean” state 
that arose in central Eritrea and northern Tigray in the 8th/7th to 5th/4th centuries BC.20 In the 
Proto-Aksumite Period a local community emerged as a new polity at Aksum and in the 
immediately surrounding area. Ethnohistorical and archaeological evidence suggests that 
Bieta Giyorgis was the political and ceremonial center of this polity.21  
In the Aksumite Period the kingdom consolidated as a regional and inter-regional 
power. From the 1st century BC to the 1st century AD, the region of Aksum was progressively 
incorporated in the Roman trade network along the Red Sea and in the northern Indian 
Ocean, as far east as India. Aksum became a gateway in Rome’s trade from the African 
hinterland to the Red Sea coast. In the 1st century AD, the Aksumites extended their political 
and economic control towards the Red Sea, the Eastern Desert in Sudan, and possibly the 
upper Nile Valley. In the 2nd century AD a strongly centralized polity with a distinct social 
hierarchy was established at Aksum. In the 3rd century AD, Aksum became the capital of a 
large territorial state, with an active and aggressive foreign policy. Coinage was introduced in 
the late 3rd century AD. At this time Aksum apparently dominated a territory stretching as far 
as the Red Sea coast, the western Sudanese lowlands, the regions to the west of the Tekeze 
River, and also controlled southwestern Arabia. The introduction of Christianity in the early 
to mid-4th century resulted in a significant change in the cultural and political history of 
Aksum. In the 6th–7th centuries the kingdom continued to prosper, and Christianity 
consolidated as the state religion.22  
                                                
19 The chronological sequences constructed by Fattovich and Phillipson are basically consistent. The 
Fattovich sequence includes a Middle Aksumite or Aksumite 3 phase, which was not considered as a distinct 
phase by Phillipson. See D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, 474; Fattovich et al., Aksum Archaeological 
Area, 70–75. 
20 See Francis Anfray, “Aspects de l’archéologie éthiopienne,” Journal of African History 9 (1968), 345–
66; Anfray, Les anciens éthiopiens, 17–61; Rodolfo Fattovich, “Remarks on the Pre-Aksumite Period in 
Northern Ethiopia,” Journal of Ethiopian Studies 23 (1990), 3–33. 
21 Rodolfo Fattovich and Kathryn A. Bard, “The Origins of Aksum: A View from Ona Enda Aboi Zaguè 
(Tigray),” in H. G. Marcus, ed., New Trends in Ethiopian Studies. Papers of the 12th International Conference 
of Ethiopian Studies, I (Lawrenceville, NJ: The Red Sea Press, 1994), 16–25; Rodolfo Fattovich and Kathryn A. 
Bard, “The Proto-Aksumite Period: An Overview,” Annales d’Éthiopie 17 (2001), 3–24. 
22 See Munro-Hay, Aksum; D.W. Phillipson, Ancient Ethiopia. 
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In the Post-Aksumite Period, beginning in the late 7th century, the Christian kingdom 
was progressively isolated from the Red Sea trade by the spread of Islam through northeast 
Africa. Arab sources record that in the late 9th century the kingdom occupied a large territory, 
but the capital was no longer located at Aksum. According to Ethiopian traditions, Aksum 
was eventually destroyed in the 10th century by southern invaders led by a pagan queen, 
Gudit. In the 12th–13th centuries AD the core of the kingdom was located in Lasta (Wollo), 
with a capital city at Roha (Lalibela). Eventually, in the late 13th century, the core of the 
kingdom moved to Menz (northern Shoa).23 
Society  
The characteristics of Pre-Aksumite and Aksumite social structure are still poorly 
understood. Epigraphic and textual evidence suggest hierarchical societies at a state mode of 
complexity with a (paramount?) king at the top. The archaeological evidence confirms these 
were urban societies with at least two main classes: elites and farmers.24 The evidence from 
Matara (Eritrea), in particular, suggests that the Aksumite urban population included an 
upper elite, lower elite, and commoners.25 Artisans surely were another component of the 
society, as we can infer from the evidence of pottery and glass manufacture, as well as stone, 
ivory, and metalworking; their status, however, is still uncertain. 
For many years archaeological investigation focused on the palaces and tombs of the 
elite while only limited attention was paid to the rural aspects of the Pre-Aksumite and 
Aksumite states.26 Beginning in the 1990s archaeological projects began to uncover basic 
information about changes in social hierarchy, administration, and land tenure in the region 
of Aksum from Pre-Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times. 
Social Hierarchy 
Residential and funerary architecture in the region of Aksum provide evidence of changes in 
social hierarchy, as well as in the power and wealth of the elite from Proto-Aksumite to 
Aksumite times. 
Residential buildings include elite palaces, large rural houses, and small rural houses. 
These structures point to at least three levels in the social hierarchy: upper elites (kings and 
nobles), lower elites (lower status nobles and/or wealthy farmers), and farmers.  
At present, the earliest evidence of elite residential architecture dates to the Proto-
Aksumite Period, when a monumental structure was built at Ona Nagast on the top of Bieta 
Giyorgis, and was used up to Early Aksumite times..27 The function of this building is 
                                                
23 Munro-Hay, Aksum. 
24 See also Fattovich, “Remarks on the Pre-Aksumite Period”; Munro-Hay, Aksum.  
25 Fattovich, “The Development of Urbanism.” 
26 See e.g., Anfray, Les anciens éthiopiens; Michels, Changing Settlement Patterns. 
27 Rodolfo Fattovich and Kathryn A. Bard, “Scavi archeologici nella zona di Aksum. G. Ona Enda Aboi 
Zeugè e Ona Nagast (Bieta Giyorgis),” Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 39 (1997), 49–70; Rodolfo Fattovich and 
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uncertain, as only a limited part of it could be excavated. It implies, however, the existence of a 
powerful elite at Bieta Giyorgis in the 4th–1st centuries BC. Traces of other Proto-Aksumite walls 
were found beneath those of an Aksumite palace at the same site, but the limited excavations 
prevented a determination of the size and plan of the buildings. 
In Aksumite times multi-storied elite palaces with a square or rectangular plan were 
built on a stepped podium with an indented plan. These structural complexes consisted of a 
central building surrounded by open courtyards and enclosed with a range of rooms around 
the periphery.28 The tentative chronological sequence of the palaces at Aksum suggests a 
progressive increase in size from the Early Aksumite phase to the Middle Aksumite phase, 
and a decrease in the Late Aksumite phase. In Early Aksumite times the palaces were quite 
small, with a central building about 12 m x 12 m in size (Ona Nagast; Palace A). In Classic 
Aksumite times the palaces increased remarkably in size (e.g., Ta’akha Maryam, Enda 
Mikael). In Middle Aksumite times a very large palace was built at Aksum (Enda Seme’on). 
In Late Aksumite times the palaces again apparently decreased in size (e.g., Dungur). This 
evidence suggests a significant increase in power and wealth of the elite in the 3rd–4th 
centuries AD, with a peak in the 5th to mid-6th centuries AD, and a possible decline in the late 
6th–7th centuries AD. No elite structure dating to Post-Aksumite times has been recorded in 
the region of Aksum thus far.  
A few traces of domestic buildings, dating to Pre-Aksumite times, were discovered at 
Kidane Mehret (D site, Aksum), but the limited extent of the excavation prevented any 
detailed reconstruction of their plan.29 Two clay models from Hawlti, most likely dating to 
the very end of the Pre-Aksumite Period, suggest that rectangular and circular rural houses 
were built in the region surrounding Aksum in the 4th century BC.30  
A large rural house dating to Middle Aksumite times was found at Qalqal Asba on the 
top of Bieta Giyorgis hill. This was a “U” shaped structure built on a small podium, with nine 
rooms and a circular, subterranean silo in one room.31 Another large rural house similar in 
plan to that at Qalqal Asba, most likely dating to Late Aksumite times, was recorded at 
                                                                                                                                                  
Kathryn A. Bard, “Scavi archeologici nella zona di Aksum. H. Ona Enda Aboi Zeugè e Ona Nagast (Bieta 
Giyorgis),” Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 41 (1998), 57–76. 
28 See Francis Anfray, “L’archéologie d’Axoum en 1972,” Paideuma 18 (1972), 60–78; Munro-Hay, 
Aksum, 107; D.W. Phillipson, Monuments, 93–120. 
29 D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, 271–73; Jacke Phillips, “Pre-Aksumite Aksum and Its 
Neighbours,” in Paul Lunde and Alexandra Porter, eds., Trade and Travel in the Red Sea Region (Oxford: 
Archaeopress, 2004), 79–85. 
30 Henri de Contenson, “Les Fouilles à Haoulti – Rapport préliminaire,”  Annales d’Ethiopie 5, fig. pl. 
XXXVII b, c, XXXVIII, XXXIX. 
31 Fattovich and Bard, “Scavi archeologici nella zona di Aksum. J. Bieta Giyorgis,” Rassegna di Studi 
Etiopici, n.s., 1, 1 (2002), 7–27. 
8     Rodolfo Fattovich 
 
Uchatei Golo to the west of Aksum.32 Three rural houses dating to Middle Aksumite times 
were excavated at Guadguad Agazien and Tukul Emeni (TE I and II) on the top of Bieta 
Giyorgis hill.33 The house at Guadguad Agazien was a small rectangular building with five 
rooms forming a compact structure surrounded by a courtyard. The house at Tukul Emeni I 
was L-shaped in plan with 3 rooms. The house at Tukul Emeni II was rectangular in plan 
with three aligned rooms and a circular, subterranean silo in the northern room. 
A large Post-Aksumite rural house was discovered at Seglamien, to the southwest of 
Aksum. This was a rectangular building, ca. 12 m x 8 m in size, divided into separate rooms 
forming a main residential house and two long rectangular rooms to the north of it.34 A 
circular house was excavated at Ona Enda Aboi Zewge on the top of Bieta Giyorgis hill.35 
Another rectangular house with two rooms was found at Seglamien.36  
Funerary monuments at Aksum include man-made stone platforms, stelae, pit graves, 
shaft tombs, staircase tombs, and constructed tombs.37 Stone platforms were always 
associated with stelae and tombs. They were erected as a superstructure to protect the elite 
tombs and as a place for votive offerings to the deceased, as we can infer from the pottery 
basins that were often placed on the top of the platforms.38 The stelae are the most distinctive 
monuments in the Aksum area. Most likely, these monoliths were erected to commemorate 
lineages rather than individuals.39 They vary from simple unshaped monoliths to dressed, 
symmetrical and sculptured monoliths, and range in height from about 2–3 m to over 30 m. 
                                                
32 Henri de Contenson, “Les fouilles à Ouchatei Golo, prés d’Axoum, en 1958,” Annales d’Ethiopie 4 
(1961), 3–16. 
33 Rodolfo Fattovich, Yaqob Beyene, A. Catherine D’Andrea, Michael C. DiBlasi, Andrea Manzo, “Scavi 
archeologici nella zona di Aksum. I. Bieta Giyorgis,” Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 48 (2000), 43–61; Fattovich 
and Bard Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 1, (1) n.s. (2002); Kathryn A. Bard and Rodolfo Fattovich, “Excavations 
Resumed at Bieta Giyorgis, Aksum, Ethiopia,” Context 16, 2 (Boston: Dept. of Archaeology, Boston Univer-
sity, 2002), 1–4.  
34 Lanfranco Ricci and Rodolfo Fattovich, “Scavi archeologici nella zona di Aksum. A. Seglamièn,” 
Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 30 (1987), 117–69. 
35 Fattovich and Bard, Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 1, (1) n.s. (2002). 
36 Ricci and Fattovich, Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 30 (1987). 
37 See Fattovich et al., Aksum Archaeological Area, 50–55. 
38 Bard et al., “Archaeological Investigations at Bieta Giyorgis.” 
39 See Rodolfo Fattovich, “Some Remarks on the Origins of the Aksumite Stelae,” Annales d’Ethiopie 14 
(1987), 43–69; Kathryn A. Bard, Rodolfo Fattovich, Andrea Manzo, and Cinzia Perlingieri, “Aksum Origins, 
Kassala and Upper Nubia: New Evidence from Bieta Giyorgis (Aksum),” Archéologie du Nil Moyen 9 (2002), 31–
39; David W. Phillipson, “The Significance and Symbolism of Aksumite Stelae,” Cambridge Archaeological 
Journal 4, 2 (1994), 189–210. 
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To date, the oldest stelae, dating to proto-Aksumite times, have been recorded at Ona Enda 
Aboi Zewgè on the top of Bieta Giyorgis hill.40 
The chronological sequence of the funerary monuments and tombs reveals a trend of 
increasing size and complexity, which is consistent with that of the residential architecture. 
In early Proto-Aksumite times funerary monuments were relatively simple: small 
platforms, about 1–1.1 m high, were constructed over simple pit-graves, ca. 2 m deep, and 
were associated with rough stelae, ca. 2–3 m high. Three types of monoliths were identified 
(pointed forms, flat forms, and short pillars with a square cross-section) suggesting a division 
of the population into three main segments. At the end of this period stone platforms were 
constructed in a modular way and covered elaborate pit-graves, ca. 5 m deep, which were 
associated with stelae 4–5 m in height.  
In Early Aksumite times shaft tombs with stone platforms at least 1.5–2 m thick and 
stelae up to 9–10 m high replaced the earlier pit-graves. The monoliths were carefully carved 
with a rounded top. An unusual double stele was erected at Ona Enda Aboi Zewge on the top 
of Bieta Giyorgis hill. A rock-cut staircase tomb was also arranged at the same site in the 1st–
2nd centuries AD.41 In Classic Aksumite times a royal cemetery (Stele Park) with elaborate, 
rock-cut, multi-chamber shaft tombs associated with massive stone platforms and well carved 
stelae was located at the base of Bieta Giyorgis along the Mai Hejja. A lower status elite 
cemetery with simple shaft tombs often associated with roughly pointed monoliths was also 
located to the west of the ancient city (Gudit Stele Filed). At the end of this phase 
monumental constructed tombs, such as, e.g., the Mausoleum and Nefas Mawcha, were built 
in the Stele Park. The tombs were associated with massive stone platforms (some over 5 m 
high) and monumental, hewn stelae representing multistoried buildings. A very rich staircase 
tomb (Tomb of the Brick Arches) also dates to the end of this phase (4th century AD). A 
subterranean tomb (Tomb of the False Door) was built in the Stele Park at least as early as 
Middle Aksumite times. This was characterized by a superstructure representing a house, and 
was smaller in size than the tombs of the late Classic Aksumite phase.42 Finally, the 
subterranean Tombs of Kaleb and Gabra Maskal, as well as a few shaft tombs with a cross-
shaped profile at Addi Gwatiya to the west of the former tombs may date to Late Aksumite 
times.43 
                                                
40 Bard et al., “Archaeological Investigations at Bieta Giyorgis.” 
41 Ibid. 
42 Munro-Hay, Excavations at Aksum, 60–104, 142–49; D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, 27–228.  
43 Anfray, “L’archéologie d’Axoum”; Phillipson, Monuments, 73–87; D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at 
Aksum, 427–31. The tomb of Kaleb and Gabra Maskal might be earlier in date, as the construction technique of 
side-walls along the staircase is similar to that of Syrian monuments built since the 2nd century AD. 
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No large or monumental tomb dating to Post-Aksumite times has been recorded so 
far. A cemetery was excavated at Bieta Giyorgis, and consisted of small rectangular graves 
dug inside and outside the remains of a church.44 
The residential and funerary architectural evidence points to a progressively 
increasing social hierarchy from Proto-Aksumite to Classic and Middle Aksumite times. In 
Proto-Aksumite times only two hierarchical levels can be tentatively identified: elites and 
commoners. Beginning in Early Aksumite times social differentiation emerged within the 
elites and culminated in Classic Aksumite times, when larger palaces and “royal” tombs were 
constructed. In Middle and possibly Late Aksumite times at least three hierarchical strata 
existed: kings and upper elite, lower elite and/or rich farmers, and farmers. The same 
evidence suggests that the Aksumite kings and upper elite reached the peak of their power 
and wealth in the late 4th to early 6th centuries AD, and declined in the 6th–7th centuries AD.  
Possible administrative devices were collected at Aksum and Bieta Giyorgis. They 
include two clay stamp seals, a bronze seal, five stone seals, as well as pottery tokens and a 
ceramic plaque dating from Pre-Aksumite to Late Aksumite times.45 The meaning of these 
seals is uncertain, but they might be the identity marks of some individuals with an 
administrative function. The contexts in which the seals were found suggest that in Proto-
Aksumite times they were a prerogative of the elite, and later of individuals with a lower 
status as well. There is no evidence of a clear-cut social hierarchy in Post-Aksumite times, 
however, the building at Seglamien suggests that some farmers were richer than others. 
Land tenure 
The evidence relating to land tenure at Aksum in early historical times is very limited. 
Landmarks were simple monoliths, inscriptions on stele, and rock-inscriptions. Rock-
inscriptions were probably used to mark the boundaries of land properties. Royal inscriptions 
on stelae were located along the roads at the entry of the capital city. 
In late Pre- and/or Proto-Aksumite and Early Aksumite times rough monoliths were 
most likely erected to signify control of territory. A possible landmark dating to the very end 
of the Pre-Aksumite Period or the very beginning of the Proto-Aksumite Period occurs at 
Ona Enda Aboi Zeuge on Bieta Giyorgis hill (OAZ III). This is an isolated monolith, about 5 
m high, on the top of a small outcrop of granitic rock in the center of the hill. It was 
associated with a very rough, massive, man-made arrangement of stones, which was 
                                                
44 Lanfranco Ricci and Rodolfo Fattovich, “Scavi archeologici nella zona di Aksum. B. Bieta Giyorgis,” 
Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 31 (1988), 123–97. 
45 See D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, 350–51; Bard et al., “Aksum Origins, Kassala and Upper 
Nubia,” 9; Bard and Fattovich, Context; Kathryn A. Bard, Michael C. DiBlasi, Rodolfo Fattovich, Andrea 
Manzo, Cinzia Perlingieri, Laurel Phillipson, Federica Sulas, Stefano Tilia, “The IUO/BU Archaeological 
Expedition at Bieta Giyorgis (Aksum), 2002 Field Season: A Preliminary Report,” Nyame Akuma 57 (2002), 2–
6. 
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constructed directly on the bedrock.46 A similar monolith is visible close to Atsba on a lower 
terrace along the western slope of Bieta Giyorgis hill.  
An isolated small stele with a chiseled surface and associated with a rough stone 
structure was found at Ona Enda Aboi Zeuge (OAZ IV). A few eroded sherds found close to 
this structure suggest an Early Aksumite date.47  
A few inscriptions at Bieta Giyorgis, most likely dating to the 3rd century AD, suggest 
that a form of land tenure existed in Classic Aksumite times. A roughly hewn stele with a 
Ge’ez inscription of one word was found in the southern sector of Ona Enda Aboi Zeuge. 
The inscription can be read z-smn (“za-smn”) and translated either “what we erected” or “of 
Semanna” (a personal or family name).48 In turn, three inscriptions with the same 
unvocalized Ge’ez text were recorded along the southwestern slope of Bieta Giyorgis. They 
consist of three words (dwl zsmsmy wzšbt), and most likely delimited the territory of two 
different families or lineages.49 
In the early to mid-4th century AD, during the reign of Ezana, royal inscriptions were 
erected along the roads at the entry to Aksum. They may have been landmarks showing the 
limits of the capital city under the direct dominion of the king. The rock-cut image of a 
lioness at Gobedra, unfortunately of uncertain age, may have been a landmark indicating 
entry to the territory under the control of the Aksumite king.50 
Subsistence Economy and Land Use 
Palaeoethnobotanical, archaeozoological, and archaeological evidence demonstrate that Pre-
Aksumite and Aksumite societies relied on the ox-plow agricultural complex51 at least as 
                                                
46 Rodolfo Fattovich, “Scavi archeologici nella zona di Aksum. D. Ona Enda Aboi Zaguè (Bieta 
Goyorgis),” Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 36 (1994), 49–55. The monolith is almost perfectly aligned to two 
mountains that have an important symbolic meaning in the local traditions: the so-called Mountain of the 
Serpent to the west and Amba Galila to the east of Aksum. This alignment of the monolith and the location at 
the crossing point of two main roads at Bieta Giyorgis suggest that the hill was incorporated into a regional 
symbolic landscape since very ancient times. 
47 Rodolfo Fattovich and Kathryn A. Bard, “Scavi archeologici nella zona di Aksum. E. Ona Enda Aboi 
Zeugè ed Ona Nagast (Bieta Giyorgis),” Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 37 (1995), 5–35. 
48 Lanfranco Ricci, “Appendice,” in Rodolfo Fattovich and Kathryn A. Bard, “Scavi archeologici nella 
zona di Aksum. C. Ona Enda Aboi Zaguè (Bieta Giyorgis),” Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 35 (1993), 69–71. 
49 A.J. Drewes and Roger Schneider, “Documents épigraphiques de l’Éthiopie, I,” Annales d’Ethiopie 7 
(1967), 96–97; Lanfranco Ricci, “Appunti archeologici,” Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 32 (1990), 129–31; 
Fattovich et al., Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 48, 22–23.  
50 E. Bernard, A.J. Drewes, and Roger Schneider, Recuil des inscriptions de l’Éthiopie des périodes pré-
axoumite et axoumite, I (Paris 1991), 241–50; D.W. Phillipson, Monuments, 160–61. 
51 See James C. McCann, People of the Plow: An Agricultural History of Ethiopia, 1800–1990 (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995), 39–83; Tertia Barnett, The Emergence of Food Production in Ethiopia 
(Oxford: Archaeopress, 1999), 18–21. 
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early as the mid-1st millennium BC, and suggest that a) the present range of cultivated crops 
was established in Late Aksumite times; and b) the cultivation of tef became more and more 
popular in Aksumite times and was firmly established in the Late Aksumite phase.52 In 
particular, clay models of a yoke and yoked bovines from Hawlti, dated to the end of the Pre-
Aksumite Period, and a modeled figurine of two yoked bovines in a ceramic bowl from the 
“Tomb of the Brick Arches” (4th century AD) at Aksum testify to the use of the plow since 
Pre-Aksumite times.53 The occurrence of large pottery trays (similar to the ceramic griddles 
used to make injera today) in Post-Aksumite assemblages suggests that injera, made with tef, 
was an important component of the diet at this time.54 
Palaeoethnobotanical evidence, in the form of charred botanical remains from 
settlement areas, has given us the following picture of plants that were cultivated at Aksum.  
Pre-Aksumite Period: hulled barley, emmer, linseed, pea, and perhaps oats, noog, and 
lentils. 
Proto-Aksumite Period: free-threshing wheat, hulled barley, emmer, indeterminate 
Eragrostis, lentil, linseed (or flax), and perhaps bread wheat. 
Early Aksumite Phase: emmer, barley, lentil, grape, and some tef and finger millet.  
Classic Aksumite Phase: emmer, barley, indeterminate tef, lentil, linseed, and grape. 
Middle Aksumite Phase: free-threshing wheat, emmer, barley, indeterminate 
Eragrostis, lentil, and linseed.  
Late Aksumite Phase: free-threshing wheat, bread wheat, emmer, barley, tef and 
indeterminate Eragrostis, linseed, faba bean, grass pea, chick pea, cress, gourd, 
and grape, as well as some sorghum and finger millet.  
Post-Aksumite Period: free-threshing wheat, barley, tef, possible tef, indeterminate 
Eragrostis, finger millet, lentil, and linseed.  
The archaeozoological evidence suggests that cattle and to a lesser extent sheep/goats 
were the dominant components of livestock since Pre-Aksumite times, with a progressive 
increase of cattle and decrease of sheep/goats from Proto-Aksumite to Late Aksumite times. 
Other domesticated species included equines, dogs, felines, and chickens. A small clay head 
of a horse suggests that horses were known in Middle Aksumite times.55 Wild fauna included 
                                                
52 Chester R. Cain, “Results from Zooarchaeological Analysis at Axum, Ethiopia,” Archaeozoologia 10 
(1999), 27–46; D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, 468–470; A. Catherine D’Andrea, Paleoethnobotanical 
Studies at Ona Nagast, Aksum: 1993–2001 (unpublished report, 2000); Louis Chaix, The Faunal Assemblage at 
the Site of Ona Nagast (Aksum, Ethiopia): Preliminary Results (unpublished report 2001). 
53 Henri de Contenson, “Les fouilles á Haoulti en 1959,” Annales d’Ethiopie 5 (1963), 41–86; Stuart C. 
Munro-Hay, Excavations at Aksum (London: BIEA, 1989), 257, fig. 16 (159). 
54 See also D.W. Phillipson, “The Antiquity of Cultivation and Herding in Ethiopia,” in Thurstan Shaw, 
Paul Sinclair, Bassey Andah, and Alex Okpoko, eds., The Archaeology of Africa: Food, Metals and Towns 
(London: Routledge, 1993), 344–57. 
55 Bard and Fattovich, Context.  
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hippo in Pre-Aksumite, Middle Aksumite, and Late Aksumite times, and elephant in Late 
Aksumite times. 
Ancient field terraces and small dams delimiting a man-made basin, most likely 
dating to Middle Aksumite times, occur along the northern and eastern slopes of Bieta 
Giyorgis, and suggest careful soil and water management strategies in the 4th/5th centuries 
AD.56 Two large reservoirs, most likely dating to Aksumite and Post-Aksumite times, 
respectively, have been excavated at Bieta Giyorgis (‘Ela Nagast) and in Aksum (Mai 
Shum).57  
Manufacturing and Trade 
Production of goods 
The archaeological evidence from the region of Aksum provides some information about the 
production of goods, long distance trade, and redistribution of goods at the local scale. Many 
artifacts were made and used locally, including pottery, and lithic, glass, metal, and ivory 
artifacts.  
Pottery 
Ceramics most likely were manufactured at the household level by female potters who 
exploited local sources of clay, as in the present traditional Tigrean society.58 On the whole, 
Aksumite ceramics were conservative in style, suggesting “slow changes” in the Aksumite 
ceramic sequence. All wares from each period and phase were hand-made, save for a very 
few specimens with a surface texture that suggests the use of a slow wheel. 
Beginning in Early Aksumite times, Roman and later Byzantine metal, glass, and clay 
vessels were imitated and incorporated into the Aksumite ceramics. Initially, in Early to 
Classic Aksumite times, metal and perhaps glass prototypes were imitated. In Middle 
Aksumite times, African Red Slip Ware was locally imitated at Aksum.59 
                                                
56 Rodolfo Fattovich and Kathryn A. Bard, “Scavi archaeologici nella zona di Aksum. J. Bieta Giyorgis,” 
Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 1, (1) n.s. (2002), 7–19. 
57 Fattovich et al., Aksum Archaeological Area, 42; Monneret de Villard, Aksum, 9; D.W. Phillipson, The 
Monuments of Aksum (London: BIEA, 1997), 156–60. 
58 See e.g., Hervé de Roux, “Poteries éthiopiennes,” in Éthiopie d’aujourd’hui. La terre et les Hommes 
(Paris: Musée de l’Homme, 1975), 53–60. 
59 Andrea Manzo, “Skeuomorphism in Aksumite Pottery? Remarks on the Origins and Meanings of Some 
Ceramic Types,” Aethiopica 6 (2003), 7–46. 
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Lithics 
Stone tools in different raw materials were made from Pre-Aksumite through Post-Aksumite 
times. They were mainly microliths reflecting a LSA industrial tradition.60 The occurrence of 
lithic workshops dating to Proto-Aksumite and Aksumite times on the top and along the 
slopes of Bieta Giyorgis suggests that stone working was a specialized activity in these 
periods.61 In Middle to Late Aksumite times highly standardized scrapers (Gudit scrapers) 
were made and used to plane and shape wood, soapstone, and ivory. A relevant aspect of the 
lithic industry in the region of Aksum was the progressively standardized production of 
scrapers, which culminated in Middle to Late Aksumite times and can be related to the 
manufacture of leather garments, woven cloths, basketry, and mats.62  
Glass 
Glass was usually imported from the Mediterranean world, and represented the majority of 
imports in Early Aksumite times. Three fragments of green and blue raw glass sticks dated to 
Middle Aksumite times from Ona Nagast and some fragments of raw glass sticks, most likely 
dating to Late Aksumite times, from Addi Kilte,63 suggest that glass was locally 
manufactured at least since the Middle Aksumite. 
Metal  
The occurrence of iron slag at Gobedra rock-shelter suggests that metal working was 
practiced in the region of Aksum by the early 1st millennium BC.64 Iron and bronze swords, 
seals and other artifacts mainly from tombs at Yeha and other sites65 suggest that in Pre-
Aksumite times metal was used only as a status symbol of the elite. In Proto-Aksumite times 
copper (or bronze) and iron were used to make personal ornaments. Beginning in Early 
Aksumite times these metals were frequently used to make domestic artifacts, such as knives, 
nails, etc., as well as personal ornaments and elite objects.66  
                                                
60 Laurel Phillipson, “Aksumite Lithic Industries,” The African Archaeological Review 17, 2 (2000), 49–
63; D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, 352–63, 449–53. 
61 Fattovich and Bard, Rassegna di Studi Etiopici, 37, 5–35; Bard et al., “The IUO/BU Archaeological 
Expedition”; Phillipson Archaeology at Aksum, 433–37; L. Phillipson, “Aksumite Lithic Industries”; Laurel 
Phillipson, “A Functional Consideration of Gudit Scrapers from Aksum,” in Lech. Krzyzaniak, ed., Recent 
Research into the Stone Age of Northeastern Africa (Poznań, Poland: Poznań Archaeological Museum, 2000), 
259–76.  
62 D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, 362–63. 
63 See Puglisi, Africa Italiana 8, 124–25. 
64 D.W. Phillipson, “The Excavation of Gobedra Rock-Shelter, Axum,” Azania 12 (1977), 55–60. 
65 Fattovich, “Remarks on the Pre-Aksumite Period.” 
66 Munro-Hay, Excavations at Aksum, 211–34. 
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The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea indicates that iron artifacts were imported to 
Aksum in the 1st century BC, but a fragment of possible iron slag from an Early Aksumite 
stratum at Ona Nagast suggests local production of iron tools in the early 1st millennium BC. 
Iron slag from a Post-Aksumite stratum at Ona Nagast points to the local manufacture of this 
metal also in the late 1st–early 2nd millennia AD.  
Finally, it is possible that two large stone slabs (Mesta Worki), most likely dating to 
Early or Classic Aksumite times, northwest of Mai Qoho and to the south of Bieta Giyorgis, 
respectively, were used for washing river gold.67  
Ivory  
Elephant ivory was a major export of Aksum, at least in early Aksumite times, as we can 
infer from The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea.68 There is however substantial evidence, 
mainly from the Tomb of the Brick Arches at Aksum, that this material was locally worked 
and carved to produce sophisticated and elaborately decorated furniture and figurines for the 
king and upper elites in Classic to Middle Aksumite times.69 This evidence may also suggest 
that highly specialized craftsmen were working for the palace at this time. 
Long Distance Trade 
There is very limited information about the economy in Pre-Aksumite, Aksumite, and Post-
Aksumite times. In fact, only Aksum’s involvement in long distance trade between the 
Mediterranean Sea and Indian Ocean can be outlined on firm archaeological and textual 
grounds.70 
Trade was certainly an important component of the Aksumite economy. The Periplus 
of the Erythrean Sea suggests that the king directly controlled long distance trade in Early 
Aksumite times, and exchanges were regulated by law and conducted at Adulis on the 
Eritrean coast. Further, the Topographia Christiana records that the Aksumite king sent large 
caravans of cattle to trade for gold in regions as far as Wollega to the west, under the 
responsibility of provincial governors.71  
                                                
67 Laurel Phillipson, personal communication, September 2003.  
68 Lionel Casson, The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989); Jacke 
Phillips, “Aksum and the Ivory Trade: New Evidence,” in Lij Asfa-Wossen Asserate, Ethiopia and Its 
Neighbours (Gniew: The Archaeological Museum in Gdańsk, 1998), 75–84. 
69 Phillips, “Aksum and the Ivory Trade”; D.W. Phillipson, Archaeology at Aksum, 116–24, 460–68. 
70 Richard Pankhurst, An Introduction to the Economic History of Ethiopia (Addis Ababa: Lalibela 
House, 1961), 1–49; D.W. Phillipson, Ancient Ethiopia, 58–70. 
71 See Casson, Periplus; W. Wolska-Conus, ed., Cosmas Indicopleustes, Topographia Christiana (Paris: 
Sources Chrétiennes, 1968). 
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We can also assume that there were periodic markets, such as those known in later 
traditional Ethiopian society,72 where farmers exchanged their products and goods; however, 
no archaeological evidence of such markets has been found thus far. 
From the late 3rd to the mid-7th centuries AD coinage was an important component of 
this economic system. The progressive impoverishment of the alloy and quantity of metal in 
the coins is evidence of the progressive decline of the economic power of the kingdom.73 
Most likely, gold and silver coins with a Greek legend were initially minted for the external 
trade. Beginning in the 4th century AD copper coins with a Ge’ez legend were minted for 
local circulation, at least among the urban population.74 It is possible, however, that a true 
monetary economy never existed at Aksum and coins circulated only among the elite as a 
reward from the king.75 
Long distance trade provided an important source of revenue for the Aksumite state, 
and evidence of imported materials from the region of Aksum suggests that the kingdom was 
included in a network of exchanges and contacts with the outside world from Proto- to Late 
Aksumite times.76  
Imported materials point to contacts with southern Arabia, Ptolemaic Egypt, and 
Upper Nubia in Proto-Aksumite times. In Early Aksumite times the Aksum region was 
progressively included in the Roman trade network along the Red Sea and in the northern Indian 
Ocean, as far to the east as India. Aksum became a gateway in the trade from the African 
hinterland to the Red Sea coast. Imported materials from Bieta Giyorgis, dating to the 1st–3rd 
centuries AD, indicate that Roman glass and amphorae were imported from Egypt and Gaul, and 
carnelian beads were imported from India. Contacts with Nubia continued, as well. Beginning 
in late classic Aksumite times (late 3rd–4th centuries AD) Roman Syria was included in a trade 
network with Aksum, but Egypt maintained a dominant role in the Red Sea trade. The discovery 
of a hoard of Kushana coins at Debra Damo in Agamè (northern Ethiopia) confirms the 
existence of contacts with northern India in the 3rd century AD.77 Some evidence from Qana in 
the Hadramawt suggests that in Middle Aksumite times Aksum apparently controlled the trade 
                                                
72 See e.g., Frederick J. Simoons, Northwest Ethiopia: Peoples and Economy, (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1960); Michels, Changing Settlement Patterns, 32–41. 
73 See Stuart C. Munro-Hay, The Coinage of Aksum (New Delhi: Indus, 1984); Stuart C. Munro-Hay and 
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75 See Pedroni, Bollettino, 75–79. 
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along the Red Sea and the northern Indian Ocean.78 The evidence from Bieta Giyorgis suggests 
that trade with Syria increased in the 5th to early 6th centuries, but trade with Egypt was 
dominant. Some evidence from Bieta Giyorgis and Mai Hejja also suggests contacts with 
Nubia.79 In Late Aksumite times trade was practiced with Byzantine Egypt and Sudan, and 
some imports from Sassanian Persia have been found at Bieta Giyorgis. In Post-Aksumite 
times contacts with the Islamic Middle East where very limited. 
The evidence found at Bieta Giyorgis relating to trade suggests: the progressive 
involvement of Aksum in the Red Sea and Nile Valley trade network in the 1st–4th centuries 
AD; a peak in trade related to Aksumite involvement with early Byzantine political and 
economic activities in the Red Sea and in the Indian Ocean, as well as a revival of contacts 
with the Sudanese regions in the 5th–6th centuries AD; and the commercial decline of the 
kingdom in the 7th century AD.  
The available evidence suggests that Aksumite trade was not affected by the political 
and economic crisis of the Mediterranean world in the 5th century AD, as is suggested by 
some historical sources.80 The evidence from Bieta Giyorgis and Aksum suggests that the 
import of ceramics progressively increased from Early to Late Aksumite times, with a peak 
in Late Aksumite times. The import of glass, on the contrary, progressively decreased from a 
peak in Early Aksumite times to a minimum in Late Aksumite times.81  
Redistribution at the Local Level 
There is very little evidence on redistribution at the local level in early historical times. 
Hoowever, archaeological evidence of the distribution of imported materials can provide 
some information on the circulation of exotic and luxury items in the region of Aksum. 
In Proto-Aksumite, Early, and Classic Aksumite times imported materials apparently 
occur only in elite areas, suggesting that these materials, as well as the contents of amphorae, 
were considered luxury objects to be used as status symbols, and their exchange and 
distribution was at least partially controlled by the elite. In Classic to Middle Aksumite times 
most sophisticated artifacts—such as finely carved ivory furniture, metal boxes, and 
figurines—were accumulated by the king, as we can infer from the Tomb of the Brick 
Arches.82 In Middle Aksumite times, the occurrence of exotic and luxury objects in elite 
areas, as well as large and small rural houses at Bieta Giyorgis, points to a redistribution of 
                                                
78 Anton V. Sedov, “New Archaeological and Epigraphic Material from Qana (South Arabia),” Arabian 
Archaeology and Epigraphy 3 (1992), 110–37. 
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these objects among the lower strata of the population.83 Most likely, they were part of a 
system based on royal rewards, as in later traditional Ethiopian society.84 In Late Aksumite 
times exotic materials were again limited to elite areas, suggesting that they were a 
prerogative only of the upper stratum of the population. 
Very few imported materials were found in rural assemblages dating to Post-
Aksumite times. They suggest that exotic goods had a very limited circulation among the 
population. We can assume however that exotic and luxury objects were accumulated in the 
royal court and treasuries of the churches, as in later traditional Ethiopian society. 
Ideology 
Archaeological and textual evidence indicates two major ideological changes in the region of 
Aksum in early historical times. The earlier change occurred at the transition from the Pre-
Aksumite to Proto-Aksumite period in the 4th–3rd centuries BC. The later change marked the 
transition from the Classic to Middle Aksumite phase in the 4th century AD. During the 4th–
3rd centuries BC, when the “Ethio-Sabean” state was declining or possibly collapsing in 
northern Tigray,85 a new polity appeared at Aksum. This polity distinguished itself from the 
earlier Ethio-Sabean one by the construction of platforms with stelae and pit-graves for the 
funerary cult of the elite, rather than monumental cult temples of the gods, although some 
continuity can be observed in the pottery and architecture.86 In the 4th century AD Christianity 
was introduced as the state religion of the kingdom of Aksum, and the church became the 
ideological core of the society.87 These events greatly affected the two main components of 
ideology in the kingdom, i.e., religion and kingship.  
Religion 
South Arabian and local (indigenous) deities were worshiped in the Pre-Aksumite period.88 
Religious activities and rituals were performed in monumental temples, such as the temple at 
Yeha, or smaller rural shrines, such as the one at Melazo.89 
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Remains of a Pre-Aksumite temple were recorded at Abba Pantaleon beneath a 
Christian church, but they were never properly investigated.90 Walls of a building dating to 
this period were recorded beneath a Proto-Aksumite platform at Ona Enda Aboi Zeuge on the 
top of Bieta Giyorgis hill, but they were only partially excavated and their function is 
unknown.91 
There is very little information about religion in pre-Christian Aksumite times. The 
royal inscriptions of Ezana record four main gods: Astar, Behêr, Meder, and Mahrem. Aster 
was a sky-god, Meder and Behêr were related to the earth, and Mahrem was the dynastic 
god.92 No pre-Christian Aksumite temple has been discovered at Aksum or elsewhere, so far.  
The archaeological evidence, however, suggests that in Proto-Aksumite times an open 
air cult was practiced. This is inferred from the discovery of twenty-three complete or almost 
complete vessels (elongated beakers, small model vessels, and black-topped dishes or open 
bowls), dating to the very end of the Pre-Aksumite Period or the beginning of the Proto-
Aksumite Period, at Gunda Nebri, in the northeastern sector of Bieta Giyorgis.93 
In Christian times churches were the only cult buildings.94 The remains of three 
Aksumite churches have been recorded in the region of Aksum: the “Cathedral” of Maryam 
Tsion at Aksum and two churches on the southeastern slopes of Bieta Giyorgis. The 
Cathedral of Maryam Tsion was a massive building with a podium, 66 m long, over 41 m 
wide, and 3.4 m high, and was originally divided into five aisles. According to Ethiopian 
traditions the church was built in the mid-4th century AD, but a later dating to the mid-6th 
century AD cannot be excluded.95 An apsidal basilica with three aisles, and a transect and a 
cruciform church were built at Bieta Giyorgis in Late Aksumite times.96 The basilica was 
about 8 m wide, at least 10 m long, with a podium about 1.6 m high. The difference in size 
between the Cathedral at Aksum and the churches at Bieta Giyorgis clearly demonstrates the 
absolute preeminence of the Cathedral in Middle to Late Aksumite times. 
Finally, a small Post-Aksumite rectangular church, about 8.5 x 7 m, was built over the 
small Aksumite basilica at Bieta Giyorgis.97  
The introduction of Christianity in the 4th century effected an important change in the 
cultural and political history of Aksum. Later textual evidence (Rufinus, early 5th century) 
and Ethiopian traditional sources record the conversion of the royal court at Aksum to 
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Christianity in the early 4th century. Epigraphic and numismatic evidence suggests that this 
happened during the reign of Ezana (ca. AD 330–350). Ethiopian traditions also record the 
eventual conversion of the population by Byzantine monks from Syria (the so-called Nine 
Saints) in the late 5th–early 6th centuries.98 These traditions are supported by the archaeo-
logical evidence, which suggests that Roman Syria was included in a trade network with 
Aksum in the late 3rd century, and trade with Syria continued in the 4th and 5th centuries. The 
archaeological record from Bieta Giyorgis also suggests that the period of transition to 
Christianity lasted at least 150 years, from the mid-4th to the early 6th centuries, as can be 
inferred from the progressive replacement of the typical impressed Aksumite decoration with 
the cross on the pottery during the Middle Aksumite Phase. Most likely, this change reflects 
a progressive shift of the population from their earlier pre-Christian cultural identity to a new 
identity stressing membership in the Christian community. Moreover, in the 5th century, the 
cross is found on coins, which were used as a propaganda medium by the kings, but rarely on 
the pottery. The cross became the dominant decorative pattern in Late Aksumite times. This 
evidence suggests that in the beginning, Christianity was a state religion imposed by the king, 
but not yet completely accepted by the population; a complete conversion was reached only 
in the 6th century, supporting the tradition of the Nine Saints.99 
Kingship 
The development of kingship from Pre-Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times is still very poorly 
known. Epigraphic evidence dating to Pre-Aksumite times suggests that the kings initially 
maintained an indigenous (African) model, apparently associating queens in the rule. Later 
they used the title of mukarib, which suggests that the kings were paramount kings in a 
federative system similar to that of the Sabeans.100 
At present we have no clear evidence of kings dating to Proto-Aksumite times, even 
if a few graves covered with large stone slabs and associated with a carved stele at Ona Enda 
Aboi Zeuge may represent a small royal cemetery. Unfortunately, these graves could not be 
excavated because of technical problems.101 It seems, however, that an indigenous model 
emerged (or re-emerged) in the second half of the 1st millennium BC, as the use of stelae in a 
mortuary context may point to some kind of cultural continuity with the Gash Group (mid-
3rd–mid-2nd millennia BC) at Kassala in the western lowlands.102 The funerary evidence from 
Bieta Giyorgis also points to some similarities in symbolic behavior of the Proto-Aksumite 
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elite and that of the Napatan and Meroitic elites. In particular, this evidence may suggest the 
Proto-Aksumite elites had a military ideology similar to that of the Nubian kings. This may 
reflect the widespread use of some symbols in a mortuary context stretching from Kush to 
northern Ethiopia/Eritrea, as well as elite contacts with Nubia in Proto-Aksumite times.103 
The characteristics of the Early Aksumite kings are unknown. The erection of carved 
stelae up to 9–10 m high on massive platforms associated with offering basins suggests that a 
funerary cult was a very important component of the elite and royal ideology. 
A distinctive model of Aksumite kingship emerged in Classic Aksumite times, when 
Aksum became the capital of a large territorial state.104 At this time the throne surely was a 
symbol of royal power, and was replicated in funerary and triumphal contexts. At Aksum, 
thrones were originally located in front of the tombs along the Mai Hejja and the foothills of 
Mai Qoho.105  
Royal regalia included two types of crowns, a spear, rarely a sword, a scepter, and a 
fly-whisk. The crowns were a head cloth and a tiara. The head cloth may be related to a 
tradition also present in Nubia. The tiara may indicate the adoption of a royal symbol that 
was widespread in the Mediterranean world and the Near East.106 Spearheads and 
arrowheads, as well as a fragment of an archer’s loose, were collected in royal funerary 
contexts of late Classic to Middle Aksumite times at Mai Hejja. They are very similar in style 
to Nubian (Meroitic and post-Meroitic) specimens, and may reflect a similar military 
symbolism in the ideology of kingship in both regions.107  
The occurrence of a royal cemetery with elaborately hewn stelae and basins carved on 
the stone slabs supporting them in the Stele Park along the Mai Hejja indicates that the 
funerary cult was still a very important component of the ideology of the kings and the elite. 
In particular, the vine-leaf pattern decorating the stone slabs with basins at the base of the 
stelae may suggest that wine was used in the funerary cult, and thus the Aksumite kings and 
elite adopted a symbolism related to Dyonisus-Bacchus, which was widespread in the 
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Mediterranean world and particularly in Syria.108 The carving of the more elaborated stelae 
in the shape of a palace may also suggest that the palace was an important symbol of the king 
and the elite in the late 3rd – early 4th centuries AD. 
The cessation in the use of funerary stelae in the Middle Aksumite phase suggests an 
abandonment of the funerary cult and a radical change in the royal and elite ideology. The 
construction of tomb superstructures representing a palace may suggest that palaces still were 
regarded as a symbol of royal and elite power. In turn, the representation of the kings on the 
coins with a hand-cross supports the adoption of a Christian model of kingship.109 
Most likely, the kings and elite adopted some elements of Byzantine royal symbolism 
in Late Aksumite time. A direct Byzantine influence can be observed on coins dating to the 
6th–7th centuries AD, where the king is represented with crowns very similar to those of the 
contemporary Byzantine emperors.110 In turn, the use of constructing a church over some 
royal or elite subterranean tombs in the style of the martyria may reflect another Byzantine 
influence. The throne still was a symbol of the royal ideology, as kings sitting on the throne 
appear on coins dating to late Aksumite times.111  
In Post-Aksumite times the kings no longer resided at Aksum, and the cathedral of 
Maryam Tsion was the focus of religious and political ideology. It is possible, however, that 
the kings were crowned here, as we can infer from the thrones for the king and the bishop, 
used for royal coronations in the precinct of the cathedral, and other two thrones for the king 
and the governor on the top of the steps approaching the church. Most likely, fifteen thrones 
were reused and located in front of Maryiam Tsion at this time.112 
Development of the Capital City 
The social, economic, and ideological transformations at Aksum were reflected in the urban 
development of the capital city and its hinterland in the 1st millennium BC–1st millennium 
AD.113 
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The metropolitan area of Aksum has been continuously occupied from late prehistory 
to the present. Approximately 500 sites, dating from Pre-Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times, 
have been recorded and provide evidence to outline the basic changes in settlement pattern 
and urban development at a micro-regional scale (ca. 10 km x 10 km) from the mid-1st 
millennium BC to mid-2nd millennium AD.114  
The systematic survey of the Aksum archaeological area indicates that the 
metropolitan area of the ancient capital city consisted of the following components: 115 
1) The city, including the elite residential town in Dungur and Addi Kilte, with at 
least two “triumphal” roads along Mai Qoho and Mai Mejja, where thrones and 
inscribed stele were located.  
2) Suburban settlements along the eastern foothills of Bieta Giyorgis in Malake 
Aksum and Dungur, as well as in the Domestic Area between Bieta Giyorgis and 
Mai Qoho. 
3) A main (Christian) ritual and ceremonial area in Dabtara, with the monumental 
church of Maryam Tsion. 
4) The pre-Christian royal cemetery (Stele Park) and elite cemeteries along Mai 
Mejja, the eastern foothill of Mai Qoho, and Gudit. 
5) At least two monumental buildings with ritual and funerary significance at the 
northern entry of the city, along the roads to Agame and Hamasien (“Tombs of 
Kaleb and Gabra Masqal,” Meraf), as well as the monasteries of Pentelewon and 
Liqanos dominating the roads to Temben and Agame. 
6) Three large, satellite settlements along the main roads to Agame/Hamasien (Berik 
Audi), Temben (Ahmed Gabaz), and Shire (Mai Akebet) 
7) Three or four ritual and/or administrative monuments at the edge of the main urban 
area (Mistah Werki). 
8) A carved lion(ess) on a boulder dominating the road to Shire at Gobo Dura. 
9) A suburban residential, ritual, and rural area on the top of Bieta Giyorgis hill, 
where the earliest stages of urban development have been recorded. 
10) A densely populated rural area along the northwestern slopes of Bieta Giyorgis 
(where evidence of ancient agricultural features such as dams and field terraces 
occur); the southwestern and southeastern slope of Kubie; the northeastern slope 
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of Malatta (Addi Tsehafi, where some rock-cut and possibly constructed basins 
are located); and in the valleys between these hills. 
11) A less densely populated area at the northern slope of Gobo Dura (Golo). 
12) A sparsely populated rural area along the slopes and at the base of the hills 
surrounding Aksum to the east, south and west. 
13) Stele quarries at Gobo Dura, Bieta Giyorgis, Addi Gwatyia (Mai Qoho), and 
along the bed of Mai Goda’e. 
The Aksumite sites point to a clear hierarchy in size, ranging from the city of Aksum, 
over 100 hectares in size, to small compounds less than 1 hectare in size, and including small 
residential palaces and isolated monuments. Towns, ranging from 7 to over 11 hectares in 
size, were located mainly at the base or sometimes on the top of the hills. Isolated elite 
palaces were often scattered in the open plain. Villages, hamlets, and compounds were 
located on the top or along the slopes of the hills. On the whole, the Aksumite settlement 
pattern was similar to the traditional pattern of modern Tigray.116 The recorded evidence 
suggests:  
1) A progressive increase in the number of sites from Pre-Aksumite to Early 
Aksumite times, with 16 Pre-Aksumite sites (ca. 700–400 BC), 34 Proto-Aksumite 
sites (ca. 400–50 BC), and over 130 Early Aksumite sites (ca. 50 BC–AD 150).  
2) An apparent decrease in the number of sites (ca. 110) in Classic Aksumite times 
(ca. AD 150–400).  
3) A progressive decrease in the number of sites in Middle and Late Aksumite times, 
with over 40 Middle Aksumite sites (ca. AD 400–550) and about 30 Late 
Aksumite sites (ca. AD 550–650/700).  
4) An eventual increase in the number (ca. 76) of Post-Aksumite sites (ca. AD 
700/800–1500).117 
The urban development of Aksum as a capital city was the dominant factor in the 
organization of the territory. At present, the archeological evidence suggests118 a progressive 
increase in the size of Aksum from Proto-Aksumite to Early Aksumite times, when the town 
occupied an area of ca. 80 to 100 ha. The settlement progressively shifted to the foothills of 
Bieta Giyorgis and expanded from north (Bieta Giyorgis and Mai Malahsò) to south and west 
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(Addi Kiltè). At this time, an elite palace and cemetery still existed at Bieta Giyorgis, but 
elite palaces were also built at Addi Kiltè and elite tombs were located along Mai Hejja. 
A larger expansion occurred in Classic Aksumite to Middle Aksumite times, when 
the urban settlement occupied an area of about 180 ha. Impressive elite palaces were built at 
Addi Kiltè at this time, and hewn stelae up to 33 m in height were erected close to 
monumental tombs in the royal cemetery along Mai Hejja in Classic Aksumite times. In the 
Late Aksumite Phase there was a significant decrease in the size of the town, when the 
settlement occupied an area of ca. 60 ha. The only elite palace of this phase so far recorded 
was located at Dungur, to the west of Aksum. A further reduction in size occurred in Post-
Aksumite times, when the settlement occupied an area of only ca. 40 ha and was located 
around the church of Mariyam Tsion. 
This trend in the urban development of Aksum was correlated with changes in the 
occupation of the countryside around the town.119 The recorded evidence points to: 1) a 
progressive occupation of the rural area from Proto-Aksumite to Early Aksumite times, with 
a peak in this phase, when settlements were scattered over the whole metropolitan area of the 
capital city; 2) a sharp decrease in Classic and Middle Aksumite times, when the town was at 
the peak of its expansion and rural settlement were clustered at the top and around the hill of 
Bieta Giyorgis; 3) a slow reoccupation in the Late Aksumite Phase, when the area of the 
town was significantly reduced; and 4) a more extensive occupation in Post-Aksumite times, 
when Aksum was a small settlement. Bieta Giyorgis was the suburban area of the town 
during the entire history of the ancient capital city. 
Conclusion 
The process of social, economic, and cultural development in the region of Aksum from Pre-
Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times can be tentatively outlined as follows: 
1) The region of Aksum was part of the Ethio-Sabean state in Pre-Aksumite times. A 
new polity emerged at Aksum in Proto-Aksumite times, and in the Early Aksumite phase a 
petty kingdom consolidated in the region. In Classic to Late Aksumite times Aksum was the 
capital city a large territorial state. In Post-Aksumite times the town was no longer a capital, 
but remained the main religious center of Christian Ethiopia. 
2) Ox-plow agriculture was established by late Pre-Aksumite times and was the 
subsistence base of the kingdom. Free-threshing wheat, bread wheat, emmer, barley, and 
legumes were the main crops. Apparently the consumption of tef progressively increased 
from Early Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times, when trays for preparing injera were 
manufactured. Agricultural structures were constructed in Middle Aksumite times, but may 
have been already in use at an earlier time. An articulated system for water management was 
constructed at Bieta Giyorgis between the 5th century BC and 5th century AD, most likely in 
the Middle Aksumite as well.  
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3) The social hierarchy progressively increased from Proto-Aksumite times with a 
peak in the Middle Aksumite Phase. The wealth (and possibly authority) of the elite reached 
a peak in late Classic and Middle Aksumite times, and apparently declined in Late Aksumite 
times.  
4) Specialized manufacturing activities (e.g., ivory working) increased from Early to 
Classic/Middle Aksumite times. They declined in Late Aksumite and disappeared in Post-
Aksumite times. Only pottery manufacture was continuously practiced and represented the 
main element of continuity in Aksumite material culture since Proto-Aksumite times. 
Innovation in style mainly depended on the imitation of imported glass, metal vessels, and 
clay vessels. A relevant change in the decorative motifs occurred in Middle Aksumite times, 
when the cross progressively replaced the earlier Aksumite impressed decoration, suggesting 
a progressive change in the cultural identity of the population. 
5) Long distance trade was an important aspect of the economy since Proto-Aksumite 
times. Trade apparently reached a peak in Classic to Middle Aksumite times, and decreased 
in Late Aksumite times. Long distance trade disappeared in Post-Aksumite times. 
6) In Proto-Aksumite to Classic Aksumite times the redistribution of exotic goods and 
luxury artifacts was apparently limited to the elite, but in the Middle Aksumite Phase the 
lower strata of the population also were included in this system. In Late Aksumite times the 
circulation of exotic goods was again limited to the elite. There is no evidence of a 
redistribution of goods in Post-Aksumite times. 
7) An indigenous ideology emerged in Proto-Aksumite times and survived to late 
Classic–Middle Aksumite times. This pattern was characterized by open-air cult areas and a 
funerary cult of the elite, as well as the adoption of symbols of power similar to those of 
Nubia. In Classic Aksumite times the king emerged as a distinctive figure, and the elite 
adopted some Mediterranean rituals and symbols of power. A Christian ideological and 
cultural pattern appeared in Middle Aksumite times, and was firmly established in Late 
Aksumite times. This was characterized by the construction of churches and the adoption of 
the cross as a symbol of kingship. In Late Aksumite times the kings and the elite most likely 
adopted Byzantine religious and royal symbols. 
8) The region was progressively occupied by an increasing number of settlements 
from Proto-Aksumite to Early Aksumite times, suggesting a progressive increase in 
population density through time. 120 In the mid-1st millennium BC the region was not densely 
populated. An increase in population began in the late 1st millennium BC and culminated in 
the 3rd–4th centuries AD, when the entire region was densely inhabited. In the mid-1st 
millennium AD the rural area was virtually abandoned, while there was a major concentration 
of population in the town at Aksum and the suburban area of Bieta Giyorgis. The population 
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eventually decreased sharply in the late 1st millennium AD, and maintained a low density in 
the early to mid-2nd millennium AD. 
9) The development of the metropolitan area of Aksum was characterized by: a 
progressive transformation from a rural landscape in Pre-Aksumite and Proto-Aksumite 
times to an integrated rural/urban landscape in Early Aksumite times; a proper urban 
landscape in Classic to Middle Aksumite times; a re-emergent rural landscape in Late 
Aksumite times; and finally a return to a rural landscape in Post-Aksumite times. 
This process suggests that the main elements of the Aksumite cultural pattern 
emerged in the Proto-Aksumite Period and consolidated in Early to Classic times. This 
pattern was substantially modified after the introduction of Christianity in the 4th century AD, 
when the church became an important component of the society, although the basic character 
of Aksumite culture survived. The transition to Christianity lasted at least 100–150 years, and 
was completed in the early 6th century AD. A social and economic crisis occurred in the 6th 
century AD, at the transition from the Middle to Late Aksumite phase. The Aksumite social, 
economic, and cultural pattern, however, survived and continued for another 150 years. The 
kingdom eventually collapsed in the late 7th–8th centuries AD, when Aksum was no longer a 
capital city, and a rural socioeconomic pattern was firmly established in Post-Aksumite 
times. Farming was the backbone of the Aksumite economic system, and represented the 
main element of continuity from Pre-Aksumite to Post-Aksumite times. 
From the perspective of cultural ecology, we can assume that different social and 
economic, rather than environmental, factors contributed to the development of Aksum as a 
capital city.121 The environment seems to have been quite stable in mid-1st millennium BC to 
mid-1st millennium AD, and basically similar to modern conditions. There is also no firm 
evidence that soil erosion contributed in a relevant measure to the changes in the occupation 
of the rural area around Aksum. On the contrary, an assessment of the erosion rates on the 
terraced foothills around the city, based on a preliminary analysis of the ancient plow marks 
in the region, suggested a low erosion rate during the entire period of Aksum’s 
development.122  
Demographic pressure does not seem to have been a crucial factor affecting changes 
in the pattern of occupation of the metropolitan area of Aksum in mid-1st millennium BC to 
mid-2nd millennium AD. On the contrary, rather than being the result of demographic crisis, 
the apparent abandonment of the rural area around Aksum most likely was a consequence of 
the urban expansion of the city, with a concentration of people in the town and at Bieta 
Giyorgis. Only the sharp drop in the number of settlements and reduction in the size of 
Aksum in Late Aksumite times might point to a true demographic crisis in the 6th century AD. 
We can only speculate as to the cause of this settlement reduction, but we cannot exclude a 
priori that the Tigrean plateau was affected by the plague spreading over the Mediterranean 
countries at the time of Justinian in AD 541–544, as according to contemporary sources it 
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originated in Ethiopia and reached Egypt along the Red Sea.123 This plague surely affected 
Western Arabia. Various Islamic sources tell of Allah’s destruction of an Aksumite army on 
the march against Mecca, and record a historical event that can be dated to AD 540–546.124 
The number of settlements slightly increased in Post-Aksumite times, most likely reflecting a 
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